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Remarks at the National Governors’
Association Dinner
February 21, 1999

Good evening. Governor and Mrs. Carper,
Governor and Mrs. Leavitt, ladies and gen-
tlemen, welcome back to the White House.

Two of my proudest possessions, which I
have over at the Oval Office, are an original
printing of the proceeds of the first Gov-
ernors’ conference, held at the invitation of
President Theodore Roosevelt—formerly
Governor of New York—in 1908, and the
subject was the conservation of America’s
natural resources. The second is a picture
taken on the front steps of the White House
of the President and all the Governors in that
year, with a letter signed with the picture
by every serving Governor in 1992—some of
you signed it—to me on the occasion of my
election as President.

I see the picture every day. I see the book
every day, and it reminds me of how much
I enjoyed being a Governor and how much
I very much enjoyed these Governors’ meet-
ings.

Six years ago, when I took office, I pledged
a new era of partnership with the Governors.
I have done my best to deliver on that
pledge. I found that, when being a Governor,
that it was easy to do the job when the econ-
omy was working than when it wasn’t.
[Laughter] So I hope you have found the
same. I pledged to work on eliminating the
deficit, and now we are into our second year
of surpluses. I pledged to work with you on
welfare reform, and I know all of you are
very proud that the welfare rolls are about
half the size they were in 1993. I pledged
to work with you and your communities on
crime, and the crime rate is at its lowest level
in 25 years. I pledged to work on a cleaner
environment in a way that would permit the
economy to continue to grow, and together
we have made progress on that and many
other areas.

I also pledged to continue the practice I
adopted as Governor of stealing the best
ideas from other States I could possibly find.
[Laughter] Among other things, we have
adopted Georgia’s HOPE scholarship and
many other ideas that many of you brought
into being.

For all these things, I thank you. I thank
you for the work you continue to do. I thank
you for the model you continue to set. In
6 years, I have concluded what I suspected
when I came here, which is that Washington
works best when it works as Governors and
as the National Governors’ Association work:
across party lines; focusing on ideas, not ide-
ology; on people, not politics; on unity, not
division. For all that you do to build that kind
of America in the 21st century, I thank you.

I look forward to our meeting tomorrow,
and I ask you to join me in a toast to Gov-
ernor and Mrs. Carper, Governor and Mrs.
Leavitt, the Governors, their spouses, and
our beloved country.

NOTE: The President spoke at 8:35 p.m. in the
East Room at the White House. In his remarks,
he referred to National Governors’ Association
Chairman Gov. Tom Carper of Delaware and his
wife, Martha; and NGA Vice Chairman Gov. Mi-
chael O. Leavitt of Utah and his wife, Jacalyn.

Remarks at the National Governors’
Association Meeting
February 22, 1999

I know we’re beginning a little late, so I
will get right into my remarks and try to trun-
cate them a little bit so we can have the maxi-
mum amount of time for discussion. Let me
begin by saying that Hillary and I were de-
lighted to have you here last night. We had
a wonderful time. This room is in a little dif-
ferent condition than it was last evening, but
I hope both events will prove to be enjoyable.

Let me say that I have been a participant
in one way or the other in every Governors’
meeting since 1979, for 20 years. I had the
privilege of serving with 150 of my fellow
Americans as Governors over a 12-year pe-
riod. One of the best has passed away in the
last few months, Governor Lawton Chiles of
Florida. And I wanted to mention him both
because he was an important member of the
NGA and because he had the good sense to
go from Washington back home, instead of
the other way around.

I wanted to thank Governor Jeb Bush for
his proposal to set aside some of the tobacco
settlement money in Florida for the founda-
tion named in Governor Chiles’ name, for
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the benefit of the children of the State. Those
of us who knew and cared for Lawton are
profoundly grateful for that. And I wanted
to mention with the remembrance of him be-
cause he gave so much of his life, and the
older he got, the more he gave to the future
of our children. I know we have a lot of things
to do today, but I’d like to spend my few
moments talking about the education of our
kids.

As I said in my State of the Union Address,
the prosperity the Nation now enjoys gives
us a rare opportunity and, I believe, a pro-
found obligation to do more to ensure the
education of all of our children. At a very
important time, we have, as Secretary Riley
never tires of saying, the largest school popu-
lation and the most diverse one we’ve ever
had. We have more overcrowded schools and
more old and disrepaired schools than we
have ever had. And we have more opportuni-
ties to seize the benefits of the well-educated
population than we have ever had.

The budget that I sent to Congress this
month, after the State of the Union, calls for
spending $1.4 billion to help States and
school districts hire new and better trained
teachers. That’s a 17 percent increase over
the budget I signed last fall, and it moves
us considerably closer to our goal of hiring
100,000 new teachers over the next 7 years—
now the next 6 years. It calls on Congress
to pass our tax proposal to build or modernize
6,000 schools, which is a huge problem in
many of your States. It triples our budget
for after-school and summer school programs
to $600 million. That’s enough to help local
schools keep a million children in the schools
and off the street during the hours when par-
ents work and juvenile crime soars.

I had an interesting discussion last night
with Mrs. Leavitt and Mrs. Kitzhaber about
the importance of keeping young people in
school, later in the school day. It includes
new funds to stay on track to hook all our
classrooms up to the Internet and to reach
our goal of 3,000 charter schools by the year
2000.

I think it is very important that we invest
more money, as we have more children, and
as we are going to have to replace a large
number of teachers who will be retiring, and
make sure that they have been adequately

prepared. But I think it’s also important that
we candidly assess how we invest the money
we are now spending. The Federal Govern-
ment already is investing $15 billion a year
in public schools. This year we have to reau-
thorize the Elementary and Secondary Edu-
cation Act. I believe we should change the
way we spend the money we are already
spending. I don’t know how many times I’ve
heard Governors say that over the last 15 or
16 years about State funds.

The idea behind the ‘‘Education Account-
ability Act,’’ which I will send to Congress
next month, is to say after, now more than
15 years of education research and efforts
since the issuance of the ‘‘Nation At Risk’’
report, and the 10th year after the Governors
and President Bush issued the ‘‘Goals 2000’’
report, it is time for the Federal Government
to invest in those things which Governors and
school districts and principals and teachers
and students and parents have proved are
critical for raising student achievement,
which is the theme of your conference.

It says that school districts accepting Fed-
eral money must end social promotion, turn
around or shut down failing schools, ensure
teachers know the subjects they’re teaching,
have and enforce reasonable discipline codes,
and empower parents with report cards on
their schools.

I say again, we did not dream up these
ideas in Washington. We learned them from
North Carolina, where Governor Hunt has
led the way in improving teacher quality with
performance assessments, incentives for vet-
eran teachers to become even more pro-
ficient, a strategy to turn around or shut
down failing schools; in Pennsylvania, where
Governor Ridge is improving school safety
with effective discipline codes; in Delaware,
where Governor Carper is putting an end to
social promotion by insisting that students
pass State tests before they move to the next
grade; in California, where Governor Davis
has asked the legislature to turn around fail-
ing schools with a new accountability plan;
in Michigan, where Governor Engler is sup-
porting greater accountability by requiring
school districts to send parents report cards.
And I could mention every Governor in this
room in some specific or another because
these ideas represent the best practices in
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education reform today, proven in the labora-
tories of democracy at the State, city, and
school district level.

Many of you have proposed one or more
of these ideas in your state of the State ad-
dresses. In his state of the State, Governor
Engler endorsed all five of them and said
he didn’t understand how anyone could dis-
agree. I’m with him.

Some people already are trying to frame
this debate here in Washington, however, in
partisan or ideological terms, and try to force
everyone to take sides, when I’d like to use
it as an opportunity for us to debate, discuss,
and come together.

You’ll hear some people say the Federal
Government shouldn’t be involved at all in
public education, just send us the check, and
we’ll take care of the rest. In 1787 our
Founding Fathers declared that all new terri-
tories had to set aside land for public schools,
establishing at the birth of our Republic the
principle that public education, though a
State and local responsibility, is a national
priority. In 1862 President Lincoln created
the land-grant college system. In 1917 Wood-
row Wilson mandated vocational training in
public high schools. In 1958 President Eisen-
hower created the new program to help pub-
lic school teachers improve math and science
instruction in the aftermath of Sputnik.

None of these Federal actions undermine
the ability of State and local government to
run their schools. Each was a necessary re-
sponse to the challenge the Nation faced at
the time. I believe we are at a similar mo-
ment of challenge today. And it should lead,
I believe, in the direction of all the work that
has been done by Governors since 1983 to-
ward what works to raise student achieve-
ment.

Some will say the Federal Government
should be giving States more flexibility, not
demanding more accountability. I think it’s
a false choice and the Federal Government
should be giving you more of both. You know
from your own interactions that flexibility
and accountability can achieve the right ends
working with local governments.

Since I’ve been here, our administration
has cut regulations in elementary and sec-
ondary education programs by two-thirds,
granted 357 waivers so that States and school

districts can have the flexibility to try new
approaches. We don’t have any business tell-
ing you whom to hire, how to teach, how
to run schools. I have vigorously supported
more school-based management and more
flexibility for you. But let’s not kid ourselves.
We are not doing our children any favors by
continuing to subsidize practices that don’t
work and failing to invest in practices that
do.

We shouldn’t have a local option for
schools to fail, year-in and year-out. Gov-
ernors have recognized that for years. If you
go back and read the ‘‘Goals 2000’’ state-
ment, that—there’s still a few of us around
this room that were there back then—that
the Governors hammered out with President
Bush and his Education Department, and the
allocation of responsibilities under that state-
ment, it is clear that there has long been a
recognition of our joint responsibility to raise
student achievement. And I was thrilled
when that became the topic of your endeav-
ors this year.

There may be some who say there’s now
no longer any need for the Federal Govern-
ment to assist on these accountability meas-
ures, because States and school districts are
doing it on their own. I have no doubt that
these ideas eventually will spread to every
State and school district in America. The
question is, how long will it take to happen?

Our Federal system, our laboratories of
democracy, are great at inventing new ideas
and testing them out. At least in the area
of education, we’re not so good at spreading
the best of those ideas around in a com-
prehensive and timely fashion. It took over
100 years for laws mandating compulsory,
free elementary education to spread from
few States to the whole Nation. That pace
of change might have been all right in the
19th century; it won’t do for the 21st. We
don’t have the luxury of waiting and continu-
ing to subsidize failure.

Now, let me just give one example of that,
and then I’ll turn it over to your chairman.
In 1986 the NGA issued a report called,
‘‘Time For Results,’’ with task forces chaired
by Lamar Alexander, Tom Keane, Dick
Riley, and me, urging the Governors to inter-
vene in low-performing schools and school
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districts and to take over or close down aca-
demically bankrupt schools—1986. In 1987
nine States had the authority to do that. In
1990 the NGA issued a report, ‘‘Educating
America: State Strategies for Achieving Na-
tional Education Goals.’’ In 1988, 18 States
offered assistance or intervention in low-per-
formance schools. In 1998 NGA policy sup-
ported State focus on schools and reiterated
the 1988 policy that States should have the
responsibility for enforcing accountability, in-
cluding establishing clear penalties in cases
of sustained failures to improve student per-
formance. In 1999, 19 States have proce-
dures for intervening in failing schools, 16
for replacing school staff or closing down the
school.

This is tough politics. I don’t know that
I could have passed this through my legisla-
ture. I do know that if we have the reauthor-
ization of the Federal law this year and we’re
sending this out, and all we do is to say we
ought to do what the NGA said we should
do 13 years ago, that will accelerate the pace
of reform in education, and I think it’s a wor-
thy thing.

I hope we can pass it. I want to work with
you. And it is not inconsistent with our
shared commitment to better flexibility in
education.

Thank you very much.

NOTE: The President spoke at 10:05 a.m. in the
East Room at the White House. In his remarks,
he referred to Governors Jeb Bush of Florida,
James B. Hunt, Jr., of North Carolina, Tom Ridge
of Pennsylvania, Gray Davis of California, John
Engler of Michigan, and NGA Chairman Tom
Carper of Delaware; Jacalyn Leavitt, wife of NGA
Vice Chairman Gov. Michael O. Leavitt of Utah;
and Sharon Kitzhaber, wife of Gov. John A.
Kitzhaber of Oregon.

Statement on Industry and
Education Leaders’
Recommendations on Technology
in the Classroom
February 22, 1999

I am delighted that the CEO Forum on
Education and Technology, a group of lead-
ers from industry and education, has devel-
oped a strong set of recommendations to en-

sure that teachers can effectively use tech-
nology in the classroom. If technology is to
realize its potential as a powerful new tool
to help students achieve high academic
standards, teachers must be as comfortable
with a computer as they are with a chalk-
board.

That is why my $800 million budget for
educational technology includes over $100
million to give both new and current teachers
the training they need to integrate tech-
nology into the curriculum. I look forward
to working with the CEO forum and other
leaders in industry and education to give
every child and teacher in America access
to these high-tech tools for learning.

Statement on a Meeting of the Prime
Ministers of India and Pakistan
February 22, 1999

I welcome the successful meeting over the
weekend between Indian Prime Minister
Vajpayee and Pakistani Prime Minister
Sharif. I commend the two Prime Ministers
for demonstrating courage and leadership by
coming together and addressing difficult
issues that have long divided their countries.

The two leaders committed to intensifying
their efforts on key matters, including: con-
taining their competition in nuclear arms;
preventing nuclear or conventional conflict
between them; resolving territorial disputes
including Jammu and Kashmir; refraining
from interference in each other’s internal af-
fairs; fighting terrorism; promoting political
freedom and human rights; and working to-
gether to improve the lives of their citizens
through economic growth.

South Asia—and, indeed, the entire
world—will benefit if India and Pakistan
promptly turn these commitments into con-
crete progress. We will continue our own ef-
forts to work with India and Pakistan to pro-
mote progress in the region.

Remarks at the Democratic
Governors’ Association Dinner
February 22, 1999

Thank you very much. Ladies and gentle-
men, thank you for the warm welcome. I
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